
 We use the census, which 

is typically taken every ten 

years, as a kind of superhigh-

way into the past. With each ten 

year cycle, new information 

about individual families is rec-

orded. By using the ages of 

known ancestors in particular 

census years, we can find them 

again at each earlier ten year 

interval, eventually tracing them 

to childhood, and the names 

and ages of previous ancestors.  

Pretty soon, a skeletal outline of 

forebears materializes with birth 

dates and residences. We can 

build on this outline by using 

other categories of local records 

described in additional guides in 

this series. 

 Censuses are statistical 

documents created by govern-

ments to monitor the extent and 

state of the population within 

their borders. A census can be 

as concise as a head count, 

with some simple breakdowns 

by race, age, legal status and 

gender. Or, it can be so com-

plex as to contain economic 

details (occupation, income, 

property), ages, names, house-

hold composition, marital status, 

longevity of relationships, edu-

cational attainment, places of 

origin, etc. Fortunately for us, 

from the mid 1800ôs, many gov-

ernments in the western world 

began keeping detailed census 

enumerations.   

 Like most records that ge-

nealogists use, censuses were 

not compiled with the intention of 

assisting future family and local 

historians. They were designed 

to help governments plan pro-

grams and administrative efforts 

and to lay the groundwork for 

raising revenue. However, if 

used cautiously, these records 

are probably the single most 

helpful tool in the arsenal of any 

beginning genealogist.   

Censuses have been taken as 

early as ancient times. For in-

stance, the Bible tells the story 

of King Davidôs intention to take 

a census of the Kingdom of 

Israel. A divine curse fell upon 

him for doing this, since the 

covenant with the patriarchs 

had included a promise to give 

them descendants ñwithout 

number.ò The Romans likewise 

enumerated population for taxa-

tion purposes. These records 

also kept track of those enjoying 

the privilege of Roman citizen-

ship. The earliest census in the 

English tradition was undoubt-

edly that created at the behest 

of William the Conqueror in 

1086. This record, called the 

Domesday Book, is more like a 

tax list than a census, but it did 

enumerate all the assets be-

longing to each manor in the 

kingdom and all landowners.  

Censuses began to be kept in 

the British Empire in the early 

19th century but only record 

names in 1841 and after. The 

U.S. Census is mandated by the 

Constitution (Article I, Section 2) 

to be taken every ten years and 

began in 1790. 
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 The first and most important 

thing to remember is that popula-

tion details are not available to the 

public until after 72 years have 

passed. This means that the 1940 

census is the most recent sched-

ule family researchers can access.   

 Each census schedule looks 

a bit different and contains slightly 

different information. The 1910 to 

1930 schedules have very similar 

information and are laid out simi-

larly. The 1900 census stands 

alone and is quite unique in some 

of the information it gives. The 

1850 to 1880 censuses also 

constitute a group markedly 

similar in detail, although the 

1880 census offers a bit more 

data than its predecessors. The 

1890 census was destroyed in a 

fire in the Department of Com-

merce building in 1921 except 

for limited fragments.   

 The censuses during the 

period from 1880 to 1930 were 

created with soundex (see side-

bar) card indexes (on microfilm) 

which are also available to assist 

you with searching for particular 

names. However, all census 

records have now been digitized 

and the cards are less helpful 

than they used to be. 

 So what information are you 

likely to find in the census from 

1850 forward? First of all, Iôll 

detail the features they all have 

in common. You will find geo-

graphical information at the top of 

each census page (state, county, 

township, incorporated place or 

post office, ward, enumeration 

district, and the like), the census 

date, the name of the census 

enumerator, and the page num-

ber. Each household is divided 

from its neighbor by dwelling and 

family numbers. The name of 

each individual in the household is 

given along with his/her gender, 

race, age, and occupation.   

 In 1850 and 1860, real estate 

and personal property values are 

added. Place of birth for each 

person (usually just the state or 

country) is also given. Beginning 

in 1880, enumerators recorded 

marital status, the relationship of 

every person to the head of 

household and the place of birth-

for father and mother.   

Other times, they were not. 

Sometimes they were given 

correct information or asked 

people who knew the infor-

mation they needed. Other 

times, they asked the wrong 

person, a child or a neighbor, or 

were purposefully misinformed. 

Sometimes houses were 

missed. Sometimes nicknames 

or initials instead of full names 

The census was taken by enu-

merators in those days, people 

hired by the government to go 

house -to-house asking for 

information. Sometimes, they 

knew their neighborhoods well. 

Sometimes, (particularly in the 

1870 census in the Southeast,) 

they did not. Sometimes they 

were good at understanding 

dialects or spelling names. 

were given. Sometimes errors were 

made in creating a fair copy from 

an original field copy.   

 Always treat census material 

with skepticism and compare it to 

other records. And donôt give up 

searching for your ancestors, just 

because it appears that they were 

missed. Did they move? Was their 

information garbled? Were they 

given an incorrect surname? 
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Did you know? 

Soundex is a coding 

system used to group 

words (like surnames) 

that sound similar 

together so that they can 

be searched together.  
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 There are also notations for 

persons with disabilities ð

lunacy, blindness, etc.ð and 

education, usually the ability to 

read or write and whether or 

not children are attending 

school.  

 In 1900, we get infor-

mation about the number of 

children born to each woman to 

date, the number of those still 

alive, the month and year of 

birth, the date of immigration, 

naturalization status, and the 

number of years married. It is 

common from this point forward 

to see the names of roads and 

streets written in the left hand 

margin, particularly in urban 

areas.  In 1910 and after, home 

and farm ownership, property 

values and rents,  and number 

of marriage show up.  By 1930, 

age at first marriage appears.  

The 1900 Census of Orange Co., NCð showing the authorôs ancestor John E. Cates and family 



non-white people and slaves in even 

broader age categories. There is also 

sometimes special information about 

Revolutionary War veterans (in 1840) 

and the number of people in the 

household employed in agriculture, 

trade or industry.   

 When people see this list of num-

bers next to names, they usually des-

pair. What they donôt realize is that 

the pre-1850 censuses are a bonan-

za for those who know how to use 

them. For one thing, by studying the 

age and gender categories, you may 

be able to narrow down the range of 

people with a certain surname who 

might be the parent of an ancestor 

found in later censuses. They also doc-

ument who lived close to whom (unless 

the list has been alphabetized, which is 

sometimes the case), since the census 

taker traveled from door to door. Since 

neighbors were often related, this is 

important information. The pre-1850 

enumerations are also some of the only 

records that exist to help you with poor 

and landless ancestors. Use them wise-

ly, and youôll reap inestimable benefits. 

The 1850 to 1880 censuses also 

have agricultural and manu-

facturing schedules which 

document each farm and factory 

and what it produced in great 

detailðincluding tenant farmers.  

Finally, the 1850 and 1860 cen-

suses include slave schedules 

in Southern states. Find out if 

your ancestor owned slaves (the 

personal estate value in the 

population schedule will give 

By no means, my friend!  The 

population schedule is just the 

beginning. Tap in to other 

ñsupplemental schedules.ò The 

1850 to 1880 censuses have 

attached mortality schedules 

that give the names of people 

who died within the year prior to 

the census date, along with age, 

cause of death, month of death 

and other pertinent information.  

you a tip-off in 1860). If your an-

cestor was a slave, narrow down 

the number of his/her potential 

owners. For any person doing 

slave research, finding the own-

erôs name is the key to pushing 

an inquiry back into the antebel-

lum period. No names of slaves 

are given in the schedule, but the 

number, age, sex, and race of 

slaves appear, along with the 

number of slave dwellings. 
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òWhen people see this list 

of numbers next to names, 

they usually despair.  

...They donõt realizeé 

that the pre-1850 

censuses are a  bonanza 

for those who know how 

to use them.ó 

 It is usually easy to convince new 

researchers of the importance of cen-

sus records. So many of their early 

discoveries are drawn from the later 

census years that  the utility of these 

records is obvious. That is, until they  

get to the year 1840.  

  The appearance of the sched-

ules from 1790 to 1840 is so different 

from those that come later. Only one 

person in each household is named 

ð the head of the household. After 

that, everyone appears on one line as 

a number in an age / gender category. 

There are separate areas to record 

The 1820 Census of Orange Co., NCðshowing the authorôs ancestor, Barnard Cate 
and neighbors 


